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This study explores the role that culture, particularly
religious rites of passage, may play in emerging
adulthood by examining the demographics, criteria
for adulthood, identity development, and risk behavior
of Mormon emerging adults.

Rites of Passage in Emerging
Adulthood: Perspectives of
Young Mormons
Larry J. Nelson
For most young people in industrialized countries, the years from the late
teens through the twenties are a time of significant change and importance
during which they make the transition from adolescence to adulthood. This
is no longer a brief period of transition into adult roles; it is now characterized by an extended period of exploration of possible life directions. Many
individuals have experiences at this age that lay the foundation for their
future lives in areas such as work, relationships, and worldviews. Arnett
(2000) argues that this is a new and distinct period of the life course that
has recently arisen, a time period (approximately eighteen to twenty-five
years of age) that he proposes as emerging adulthood.
Arnett (2000) also contends that “emerging adulthood is not a universal period but a period that exists only in cultures that postpone the entry
into adult roles and responsibilities until well past the late teens” (p. 478).
In other words, culture plays an important role in emerging adulthood.
Even in countries where emerging adulthood exists, such as the United
States, there may be practices within minority cultures that lead to a shortened period of emerging adulthood. As an example, Arnett (2000) speculated that given certain characteristics of the Church of Jesus Christ of
Latter-Day Saints (LDS) (the Mormon church), young Mormons might have
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a shortened and highly structured emerging adulthood. Thus, the purpose
of the study presented here was to explore the role that culture, particularly
religious rites of passage, may play in emerging adulthood by examining the
demographics, subjective criteria for adulthood, identity development, and
risk behavior of LDS emerging adults.

Demographic Distinctions
Many sweeping demographic shifts that have taken place in the United
States over the past fifty years have contributed to changing views of what
it means to become an adult and exactly when that transition takes place.
The most notable change has been the rise in the median age of marriage
from about twenty-one years for females and twenty-three for males in 1970
to twenty-five and twenty-seven for females and males, respectively, by 1996
(U.S. Bureau of the Census, 1997). As a result, emerging adults have a
longer period of time to explore work and relationships before settling into
adult roles. However, it also leaves young people a relatively long period of
time during which they lack a definite role and place in society. Whether as
an apprentice, soldier, student, or worker, young people in traditional cultures, and historically in the United States, have often had a definite role
and place in society during these transitional years (Arnett, 1998; BenAmos, 1994; Schlegel and Barry, 1991; Gilmore, 1990). These transitional
roles then culminated with significant events that marked the entrance to
adulthood. Without these rites of passage and clear-cut markers of adulthood, this period tends to be one of instability as well as exploration.
The demographic changes have not taken place in all cultures, even
within the United States. For example, the median ages of marriage and first
childbirth are much lower among Mormons than in the American population as a whole (Heaton, 1992). Furthermore, contrary to what is now typical of emerging adults in the United States, Mormons are given clear roles
and responsibilities during these years:
• Advancement in the priesthood (the authority to engage in certain ceremonies and ordinances) for LDS males between the ages of eighteen and
twenty
• Entering the Relief Society, the women’s service organization of the
church, for LDS females
• Attending the temple (where special ceremonies are held) for the first
time
• Mission service, a two-year commitment required of all physically capable nineteen-year-old males (optional for females who are at least twentyone years old), in which young Mormons are sent out to seek converts to
LDS beliefs
• “Callings” to serve in positions of responsibility (for example, conducting church meetings or care for other church members)
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These events provide structure to LDS emerging adults and may serve
as rites of passage that culminate with adult status in the community.

Subjective Distinctions
One of the most convincing pieces of evidence that emerging adulthood is
a unique period in development is the ambivalence that young people have
about their status as adults. When asked whether they have reached adulthood, young people between the ages of eighteen and twenty-five tend to
respond, “in some respects yes, in some respects no” (Arnett, 1997, 2001).
This reflects the transitional nature of this time of their lives; they know
they have left adolescence but do not yet feel they have become fully adult.
It is not until the late twenties and early thirties that a clear majority of people consider themselves to be adults (Arnett, 2000).
When presented with possible criteria for adulthood, emerging adults
in the American majority culture consistently rank events such as marriage,
finishing education, and beginning a career at the bottom of the list (Arnett,
1997, 1998, 2001; Greene, Wheatley, and Aldava, 1992). Instead, young
people believe they have reached adulthood when they accept responsibility for their own actions, achieve financial independence, and become independent decision makers (Arnett, 1998). These new markers of adulthood
imply values of individualism, such as self-sufficiency and self-reliance,
compared to traditional other-oriented criteria of the past, such as providing, protecting, and procreating (Arnett, 1998, 2000; Gilmore, 1990).
However, there is reason to believe that minority cultures that tend to
value group- or other-oriented goals, referred to as a collectivistic perspective (Shkodriani and Gibbons, 1995), or that still possess rites of passage
may have criteria for adulthood that are markedly different from the majority culture. As an example of one of these cultures, Mormon doctrine
teaches members to be other oriented through such means as stressing the
spiritual requirement to lose one’s self in service to others; requiring members to make promises to care for those around them; assigning members
certain individuals and families for whose well-being they are responsible;
and reinforcing the belief that one’s highest duty is toward one’s family
(“The Family,” 1995). In other words, Mormons believe that an individual’s
own development, and thereby eternal reward, is inseparably connected to
his or her relationships with others.
In addition to emphasizing relationships with others Mormon culture
has rites of passage, such as missions, entering the temple, and priesthood
advancement, that tend to reinforce the ideals taught in the church. For
example, in entering the temple for the first time, individuals are required
to promise to care for others, including both family and church members.
Similarly, when serving a mission, young people leave behind such individualistic pursuits as jobs, scholarships, and dating relationships and commit to serve their God and fellow beings for an extended period of time (two
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years for men and eighteen months for women). As a result of these and
other rites of passage, Mormons may be an example of a minority culture
for whom the criteria for adulthood may be markedly different from those
of the majority culture. This study explores whether emerging adulthood
exists as a transitional period for LDS young people and, if so, what types
of criteria young Mormons have for becoming adults.

Identity Distinctions
Research has shown that identity development continues through the late
teens and twenties (Valde, 1996; Whitbourne and Tesch, 1985). Therefore,
one of the most notable features of emerging adulthood is the opportunity
it provides for identity explorations in the areas of love, work, and worldviews (Arnett, 2000). Exploration in love can be observed in that romantic
relationships during these years tend to last longer than in adolescence (but
still tend not to be long term or include marriage), are likely to include
sexual intercourse, and often include cohabitation (Michael, Gagnon,
Laumann, and Kolata, 1995). Exploration in work can be seen in emerging
adults’ tendencies to change majors, increasingly attend graduate school
(often in areas different from their undergraduate paths), participate in
short-term volunteer jobs such as AmeriCorps and the Peace Corps, and
travel away from home as part of work or educational experiences (Arnett,
2000). Finally, research shows that emerging adults explore worldviews
(Arnett, 1997; Pascarella and Terenzini, 1991) and religious beliefs (Arnett
and Jensen, 2002; Hoge, Johnson, and Luidens, 1993), with many changing
the views in which they were raised (Perry, [1970] 1999).
As with the other distinctions, the experience of identity exploration
may differ for some minority cultures. For example, in the area of love,
members of the LDS church are strongly encouraged to marry within the
church. Although this certainly does not eliminate many questions concerning the type of person one would like to marry, it does provide greater
focus. In regard to work, given the early age of marriage and the time spent
on a mission, some LDS emerging adults may not feel they have a lot of time
to explore career options and therefore may select a career path earlier than
non-Mormons. Again, this does not eliminate identity exploration in this
area, but it may shorten the time spent searching. Finally, in the area of
worldviews, LDS adolescents are repeatedly told to confirm their religious
beliefs early so they can be prepared to do things shortly after graduation
from high school, such as serve a mission. For those who are still unsure of
their own convictions, rites of passage such as mission service may help to
solidify those beliefs early in emerging adulthood. Hence, emerging adulthood for Mormons may include a shortened period of identity exploration.
This study will examine the extent to which LDS emerging adults are
exploring their identities in the areas of relationships and worldviews.
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Behavioral Distinctions
Numerous behavioral characteristics of emerging adults distinguish them
from adolescents and adults. For example, emerging adulthood is the peak
period for several risk behaviors, including unprotected sex, most types of
substance use, including binge drinking, and risky driving behaviors, such
as driving at high speeds or while intoxicated (Arnett, 1992; Bachman,
Johnston, O’Malley, and Schulenberg, 1996).
These behavioral distinctions may differ for some minority cultures if
the behaviors run contrary to their cultural or religious beliefs and practices. Thus, emerging adulthood may differ in the LDS culture because
many of the risky behaviors are directly opposed to the fundamental beliefs
taught by the LDS church. LDS doctrine prohibits alcohol, tobacco, illegal
drugs, and sexual intimacy before marriage. Reflective of these teachings,
researchers have found that Mormons tend to have very low rates of premarital sex and cohabitation (Heaton, 1992) and alcohol consumption
(VanDenBerghe, 1994). This study will examine the extent to which young
Mormons are engaging in these behaviors.
In sum, researchers suggest that there are several distinguishing features
of emerging adults. However, there is reason to believe that these features
may not be universal. Instead, the length, existence, and features of emerging adulthood may vary depending on the culture. There are several aspects
of Mormon culture that might lead to a shortened and structured emerging
adulthood that is markedly different from the majority culture in America.
Thus, the purpose of this study was to examine emerging adulthood in
young Mormons. Specifically, this study explored the demographics, subjective criteria for adulthood, identity development, and risk behavior of LDS
emerging adults. Particular attention was given to the role that religious rites
of passage may play in the emerging adulthood of young Mormons.

Method
Participants. A survey was given to 484 single students between the
ages of seventeen and twenty-five from a variety of majors at Brigham Young
University (BYU). BYU is a private university owned and operated by the
Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-Day Saints and is located in Provo, Utah.
The mean age of the participants (268 females, 216 males) was 20.09 years
(SD = 2.01). The participants were predominantly white (93 percent), fulltime students (92 percent), and from educated families (60 percent of mothers and 78 percent of fathers had a bachelor’s degree or higher). Given that
most eighteen- to twenty-five-year-olds in the majority culture are not married, and therefore most studies have included single emerging adults, this
study was limited to singles to better allow for comparisons with findings
from other studies.
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Measure. The participants were administered a 143-item questionnaire
with questions about demographic information (for example, gender, age,
and educational background), family background (for example, parents’
marital status), and religious background (for example, “How certain are
you about your religious beliefs?”). Participants were asked about their perceptions of their status as adults: “Do you think that you have reached
adulthood?” Next, they were presented with a list of possible criteria
for adulthood (all items are shown in Table 3.1). They were asked to indicate whether they believed the items listed were necessary for adulthood.
They could respond yes, which meant necessary for adulthood, or no,
which meant not necessary for adulthood. They were then asked to give
their opinion on the importance of each item in determining whether a person has reached adulthood using a scale of 1 (“not at all important”) to 4
(“very important”). Finally, participants were presented the same criteria
and asked to indicate the extent to which the statement currently applied
to them. For twenty-one items, they could respond “very true,” “somewhat
true,” or “not true.” For the remaining they could respond, “Yes, applies to
me” or “No, does not apply to me.”

Results
Demographic Distinctions. One of the distinctions that characterizes
emerging adulthood is a lack of structure—that is, definite roles and responsibilities. Given that the LDS religion provides roles and responsibilities during these years, it was hypothesized that Mormons might have a very
structured emerging adulthood. In an attempt to assess this, analyses were
conducted to examine whether LDS emerging adults were engaging in these
cultural rites of passage. Specifically, analyses were conducted to assess the
percentage of males who had advanced in the priesthood, attended the temple for the first time, and served a mission. Because young men are encouraged to leave on missions at age nineteen, only those who were twenty and
older were included in analyses assessing the percentage of eligible young
men who had served a mission. Next, analyses were conducted to examine
the percentage of females who had entered the Relief Society, attended the
temple for the first time, and served a mission. Because young women leave
on missions at age twenty-one, only women who were twenty-two and older
were included in analyses assessing the percentage of eligible young women
who chose to serve a mission.
For males, results revealed that 86 percent had advanced in the priesthood, 62 percent had attended the temple, and 90 percent (123 of 137 eligible males) had served a mission. Because young men usually attend the
temple for the first time immediately prior to leaving on a mission, many
young men who have not yet left on a mission will not yet have attended
the temple. When the analysis was limited to those males ages twenty and
older, the percentage increased to 92 percent who had attended the temple.
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Table 3.1. Percentage Indicating That a Criterion Is Necessary
for Adulthood
Criterion
Accept responsibility for the consequences of your actions
Decide on personal beliefs/values independently of
parents or other influences
Become less self-oriented, develop greater consideration
for others
Learn always to have good control of your emotions
Avoid committing petty crimes like vandalism and shoplifting
Establish a relationship with parents as an equal adult
Financially independent from parents
For a woman, become capable of running a household
For a woman, become capable of caring for children
For a man, become capable of keeping family physically safe
For a man, become capable of running a household
Avoid drunk driving
For a man, become capable of supporting a family financially
For a man, become capable of caring for children
Avoid illegal drugs
No longer living in parents’ household
For a woman, become capable of keeping family physically safe
Avoid becoming drunk
For a man, received the Melchizedek Priesthood
For a woman, entered the Relief Society
Have no more than one sexual partner
For a man, attended the Temple
For a man, become biologically capable of fathering children
For a woman, become biologically capable of bearing children
Reached age eighteen
Use contraception if sexually active and not trying to conceive
a child
Avoid use of profanity/vulgar language
Make life-long commitments to others
For a man, completed mission service
Reached age twenty-one
For a woman, attended the Temple
Drive an automobile safely and close to the speed limit
Have obtained license and can drive an automobile
For a woman, become capable of supporting a family financially
Not deeply tied to parents emotionally
Be employed full time
Grow to full height
Settled into a long-term career
Committed to long-term love relationship
Married
Capable of supporting parents financially
Finished with education
Allowed to drink alcohol
Allowed to smoke cigarettes
Purchased a house
Have at least one child
For a woman, completed mission service
Have had sexual intercourse
For a man, completed military service

All
Respondents

Males

Females

96.1

95.4

96.6

89.3

84.7

92.9

84.9
79.5
79.1
78.3
77.9
77.5
76.4
76.4
75.6
75.2
72.9
72.5
68.4
65.7
65.5
62.2
61.3
59.0
58.3
56.3
54.8
53.5
53.3

81.5
83.3
77.8
73.1
77.3
66.2
70.8
76.4
69.0
72.7
68.5
71.3
65.7
65.7
57.4
57.4
59.5
54.0
53.2
54.4
57.9
56.0
53.2

87.7
76.5
80.2
82.5
78.4
86.6
81.0
76.5
81.0
77.2
76.5
73.5
70.5
65.7
72.0
66.0
62.7
63.1
62.3
57.8
52.2
51.5
53.4

51.9
51.9
51.4
50.8
45.5
43.9
42.1
41.5
34.9
27.9
26.4
25.8
21.7
17.4
16.1
15.5
13.8
13.6
13.2
7.9
7.6
5.8
3.7
1.9

44.9
53.2
47.7
48.1
42.1
42.8
42.1
42.6
22.7
29.2
27.3
26.9
19.9
19.9
19.9
13.9
13.9
14.4
13.4
7.4
7.4
5.6
3.7
2.8

57.5
50.7
54.5
53.0
48.1
44.8
42.2
40.7
44.8
26.9
25.7
25.0
23.1
15.3
13.1
16.8
13.8
13.1
13.1
8.2
7.8
6.0
3.7
1.1
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For women, results found that 97 percent had entered the Relief
Society, 6 percent had attended the temple, and 48 percent (fourteen of
twenty-nine eligible women) had served a mission. The number of women
who had attended the temple was low because young women are not
expected to enter the temple until immediately prior to being married
(which they are instructed to have as their highest priority) or leaving on a
mission (which they are not required to do at all, and not allowed to do
until age twenty-one). Hence, it is not surprising that very few single
women had taken this step.
Subjective Distinctions. Two types of subjective distinctions––
perceptions of reaching adulthood and criteria for adulthood––were explored in the study.
Perceptions of Adulthood. To determine whether emerging adulthood
exists for LDS young people as it does in the majority culture, responses to the
question, “Do you think that you have reached adulthood?” were examined.
Results showed that 24 percent of the participants indicated yes, 10 percent
answered no, and 66 percent answered “in some ways yes, in some ways no.”
Criteria for Adulthood. To investigate the criteria that young Mormons
have for the transition to adulthood, responses to the questions regarding
the necessity and importance of possible criteria were examined. Table 3.1
shows their responses to the question, “Is this criterion necessary for adulthood?” The top four criteria were “Accept responsibility for the consequences of your actions,” “Decide on personal beliefs/values independently
of parents or other influences,” “Become less self-oriented, develop greater
consideration for others,” and “Learn always to have good control of your
emotions.” This list included a mix of both individualistic and otheroriented criteria. Role transitions, such as settling into a long-term career,
graduation, marriage, and parenthood, ranked very low on the list, and religious rites of passage, such as temple attendance and mission service,
ranked in the middle.
To examine the importance placed on these criteria, answers to the following question were used: “Give your opinion on the importance of each
of the following in determining whether or not a person has reached adulthood” (the scale ranged from 4, meaning “very important,” to 1, meaning
“not at all important”). Individual items were organized into subscales. Seven
of these subscales have been used in previous research (Arnett, 2001) and
reflect important conceptual and theoretical criteria used in determining the
transition to adulthood: Independence, Interdependence, Role Transitions,
Norm Compliance, Biological Transitions, Chronological Transitions, and
Family Capacities (see Table 3.2 for a complete list of items). Two more subscales were used to assess criteria that are specific to the LDS culture. Given
that some of the events are gender specific (for example, only men can
receive the priesthood and only women can enter the Relief Society), they
were divided into criteria for women and men, respectively: LDS Rites of
Passage for Women and LDS Rites of Passage for Men (see Table 3.2).
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Table 3.2. Importance of Criteria for Determining Adulthood
All
Respondents

Males

Females

M

SD

M

SD

M

SD

Independence
Establish a relationship with parents as an
equal adult
Financially independent from parents
No longer living in parents’ household
Not deeply tied to parents emotionally
Accept responsibility for the consequences of
your actions
Decide on personal beliefs/values independently of parents/other influences

3.23

.42

3.17

.47

3.29

.37

Interdependence
Committed to long-term love relationship
Make life-long commitments to others
Learn always to have good control of your
emotions
Become less self-oriented, develop greater
consideration for others

2.92

.61

2.89

.67

2.95

.56

Role Transitions
Finished with education
Married
Have at least one child
Be employed full time
Settled into a long-term career
Purchased a house

2.16

.69

2.20

.76

2.13

.64

Norm Compliance
Avoid becoming drunk
Avoid illegal drugs
Avoid drunk driving
Avoid committing petty crimes like vandalism
and shoplifting
Have no more than one sexual partner
Drive an automobile safely and close to the
speed limit
Avoid use of profanity/vulgar language
Use contraception if sexually active and not
trying to conceive a child

2.97

.81

2.88

.85

3.05

.76

Biological Transitions
Grow to full height
For a woman, become biologically capable of
bearing children
For a man, become biologically capable of
fathering children
Have had sexual intercourse

2.19

.76

2.21

.80

2.17

.72

Chronological Transitions
Reached age eighteen
Reached age twenty-one
Have obtained license and can drive an automobile

2.50

.78

2.45

.80

2.55

.77
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Table 3.2. (continued)
All
Respondents

Males

Females

M

SD

M

SD

M

SD

Family Capacities
For a woman, become capable of supporting a
family financially
For a man, become capable of supporting a
family financially
For a woman, become capable of caring for
children
For a man, become capable of caring for
children
For a woman, become capable of running a
household
For a man, become capable of running a
household
For a woman, become capable of keeping
family physically safe
For a man, become capable of keeping family
physically safe

3.07

.67

2.93

.69

3.17

.63

LDS Rites of Passage for Women
For a woman, enter the Relief Society
For a woman, complete mission service
For a woman, attend the Temple

2.59

.86

2.47

.93

2.70

.78

LDS Rites of Passage for Men
For a man, receive the Melchizedek
Priesthood
For a man, attend the Temple
For a man, complete mission service

3.03

1.04

2.93 1.05

3.11

1.01

Scores for these subscales were obtained by summing the responses and
dividing by the number of items to get an average score for each set of
criteria. The internal reliabilities were Independence (.50), Interdependence (.67), Role Transitions (.86), Norm Compliance (.90), Biological
Transitions (.74), Chronological Transitions (.64), Family Capacities (.88),
LDS Rites of Passage for Women (.80), and LDS Rites of Passage for Men
(.93).
Descriptive analyses showed that Independence (M = 3.23, SD = .42)
was ranked as most important in determining adulthood: results of a paired
sample t-test showed that it was significantly greater than the next highest
subscale (t = 6.22, p < .001). This was followed by Family Capacities (M =
3.07, SD = .67), LDS Rites of Passage for Men (M = 3.03, SD = 1.04),
Interdependence (M = 2.92, SD = .61), Norm Compliance (M = 2.97, SD =
.81), LDS Rites of Passage for Women (M = 2.59, SD = .86), Chronological
Transitions (M = 2.50, SD = .78), Biological Transitions (M = 2.19, SD =
.76), and Role Transitions (M = 2.16, SD = .69).
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Identity Distinctions. To examine the role that religion plays in a
Mormon’s identity, participants were asked, “Suppose someone wanted to
know all about you. How important would it be for them to know that you
are Mormon?” The mean score for this question was 3.64 (SD = .62) (for
males, M = 3.57, SD = .66; for females, M = 3.69, SD = .59), again, with 4
meaning “very important” and 1 meaning “not at all important.” To examine an aspect of identity associated with relationships, participants were
asked, “How important is it to you to marry someone who is Mormon?”
with responses on the same scale from 4 (“very important”) to 1 (“not at all
important”). The mean score was 3.96 (SD = .27) (for males, M = 3.92, SD
= .36; for females, M = 3.99, SD = .15). Finally, to examine whether LDS
emerging adults are questioning the worldviews in which they were raised,
participants were asked, “How certain are you about your religious beliefs?”
(on a scale from 4, “very certain,” to 1, “not at all certain”). The mean score
for this question was 3.85 (SD = .42) (for males, M = 3.85, SD = .46; for
females, M = 3.86, SD = .39).
Behavioral Distinctions. To examine whether LDS emerging adults
engage in risk behaviors common in this age period, responses to various
questions were examined, including driving habits, drug and alcohol use,
and sexual behaviors. Table 3.3 shows that very few LDS emerging adults
engage in the behaviors that are common in the majority culture during this
time period, such as alcohol consumption, drug use, and sexual intercourse
outside of marriage.

Discussion
Emerging adulthood is a distinct period of development that is characterized by instability and exploration. However, Arnett (2000) has cautioned
that this stage of development might be a cultural construction limited to
those societies “that postpone entry into adult roles and responsibilities
until well past the late teens” (p. 478). Emerging adulthood might look
noticeably different in cultures that provide structure and roles to young
people.
Results of this study revealed that young Mormons see emerging adulthood as a period of being in between adolescence and adulthood. Only 24
percent of the participants considered themselves adults, while 66 percent
stated that they were adults in some ways but not in others. The 24 percent
figure is similar to findings in the non-LDS, majority population (27 percent in Arnett, 1994, and 36 percent in Arnett, 2001). But while LDS young
people may be similar in this regard, results suggest that they may differ
from emerging adults in the majority culture in a number of ways, including the structure they have been given during this period, the criteria they
have for adulthood, the questioning of some identity-related issues, and the
extent to which they engage in risk behaviors. Given these results, it appears
that culture may play a significant role in this period of development.
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Table 3.3. Respondents’ Participation in Risky Behavior
Extent to Which the Statement
Applied to the Respondent

Very True

Somewhat True

Not True

Drive safely and close to the speed limit
Males
Females

39%
26
49

52%
61
44

9%
12
6

Avoid becoming drunk
Males
Females

95
94
96

1
2
1

3
4
2

Avoid illegal drugs
Males
Females

96
95
96

1
1
1

3
3
2

Avoid drunk driving
Males
Females

96
94
97

1
2
0

3
3
2

Have had sexual intercourse
Males
Females

Yes
5
6
4

No
94
93
95

No Response
1
1
1

Very True

Somewhat True

Not True

61 (14)
50 (6)
73 (8)

13 (3)
17 (2)
9 (1)

17 (4)
17 (2)
18 (2)

Of the 21 participants (2 did not respond)
who have been or are sexually active,
those using contraception
Males
Females

Note: Numbers in parentheses are number responding.

Therefore, these results will be discussed in the light of how culture may
influence emerging adulthood in general and LDS emerging adulthood specifically.
Demographic Distinctions. Both theory and research suggest that one
of the defining features of emerging adulthood is the lack of structure that
exists for young people during this time period (Arnett, 1997, 2000). This
is not necessarily negative because it provides a unique opportunity for
growth, change, and exploration (Arnett, 1998; Rindfuss, 1991). However,
some cultures may believe that this period of time should be more focused
on helping young people take on adult roles and responsibilities sooner
rather than later. This may provide a sense of stability during a time that
can otherwise be very unstable.
In the United States, there tends to be little, if any, structure during
emerging adulthood. There are no defined expectations of what emerging
adults “should” do. Experiences that in the past have served as transitional
events, such as marriage and parenthood, have been postponed until later
in the twenties and early thirties. By contrast, Mormons tend not to postpone marriage or childbirth (Heaton, 1992). Furthermore, members of the
LDS religion are told what they “should” do during this period of their lives
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(for example, mission service for males), and they are given specific roles
and responsibilities.
These events provide more structure for LDS emerging adults than is
experienced by their peers in the majority culture. The results of this study
suggest that many young Mormons are taking advantage of this structure.
Rites of passage are not being done away with or postponed. Nearly all of
those surveyed in this study were following the path laid out for them
by their culture, including advancing in the priesthood (for males), entering the Relief Society (for females), attending the temple for the first time,
and serving missions. This strongly suggests that cultural teachings and
beliefs can and do influence emerging adulthood (Arnett, 2000). The
importance of studying emerging adulthood within the context of culture
is emphasized when one considers that the structure of this period may
subsequently influence the subjective, identity, and behavioral experiences
of young people. As will be discussed below, this revealed itself to be the
case in the LDS culture.
Subjective Distinctions. The influence of both the majority culture
and the Mormon culture could be seen in the criteria for adulthood reported
by LDS emerging adults. Although they are members of a minority culture,
Mormons living in the United States are also members of and influenced by
the larger society in which they live. Thus, while growing up, young Mormons and members of other minority cultures often receive dual messages:
an emphasis on individualism and self-reliance, on the one hand, and the
need to focus on others and be part of the group, on the other hand.
This duality was reflected in the criteria Mormons gave for becoming
adults. The two highest-ranked criteria in this study were similar to the selfreliant criteria most often rated as important by emerging adults in the
majority culture: “Accept responsibility for the consequences of your
actions” and “Decide on personal beliefs/values independently of parents or
other influences” (Arnett, 2001). However, the other two highest-ranked
criteria—“Become less self-oriented, develop greater consideration for others” and “Learn always to have good control of your emotions” criteria—
tend to reflect LDS teachings that focus on the importance of being other
oriented and conducting oneself properly. Results showed that 85 percent
and 80 percent of LDS respondents reported these two criteria, respectively,
to be necessary for adulthood, compared to results of a recent study that
found only 73 percent and 51 percent of the white Americans sampled
believed that these criteria, respectively, are necessary for adulthood
(Arnett, 2001).
The focus on proper personal conduct, a culturally valued characteristic, was also reflected in the importance placed on criteria related to Norm
Compliance. Again, differences can be seen when results of this study are
compared to findings from Arnett’s recent study (2001). Compared to white
non-LDS emerging adults, LDS emerging adults ranked many Norm
Compliance criteria higher, including avoiding behavior such as petty crime
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(79 percent versus 61 percent), drunk driving (75 percent versus 60 percent), getting drunk (62 percent versus 19 percent), and illegal drugs (68
percent versus 21 percent).
Findings also reflected Mormons’ focus on the family. Family Capacities,
such as the ability to care for and support a family, was second only to
Independence as a requirement for adulthood. This cultural emphasis is
especially evident when the percentage of LDS emerging adults who rank
family-related items is compared to non-LDS emerging adults (Arnett, 2001):
the importance of women being capable of running a household (78 percent
versus 59 percent), men being capable of running a household (76 percent versus 59 percent), women being capable of caring for children (76
percent versus 41 percent), men being capable of caring for children (73 percent versus 42 percent), women being capable of supporting a family financially (45 percent versus 30 percent), and men being capable of supporting
a family financially (73 percent versus 29 percent).
The findings for LDS rites of passage were surprisingly mixed.
Important rites of passage were not particularly high on the list of being
necessary for adulthood; individual items such as receiving the priesthood,
mission service, and attending the temple were ranked in the middle of the
list of criteria. However, the importance ratings (for example, “How important is receiving the priesthood for adulthood?”) gave a slightly different
perspective. On average, participants ranked the subscale of LDS Rites of
Passage for Men as “very important.” Both men’s and women’s religious rites
of passage were ranked much higher than nonreligious Role Transitions
such as finishing education and settling into a long-term career. Thus, these
religious transitional events appear to be significant to Mormons, but not as
much as internal character qualities, such as responsibility for one’s actions.
It may be that these rites of passage are important to Mormons because
going through them may help individuals, particularly young men, acquire
the internal attributes needed for adulthood, such as becoming less selforiented and accepting responsibility for the consequences of one’s actions,
sooner rather than later.
In sum, these results reflect the duality experienced by members of
some minorities. Specifically, these criteria reflect the ideologies of both the
larger society and the minority culture in which Mormons live. Like most
other young Americans, young Mormons tend to discount the importance
of transitional events as necessary for adulthood while focusing on some
individualistic qualities. Simultaneously, they reflect their cultural beliefs
by endorsing the importance of caring for others (especially family), complying with certain behavioral codes of conduct, and engaging in religious
rites of passage. These findings further represent how emerging adulthood
can be a cultural construction.
Identity Distinctions. Emerging adulthood provides the opportunity
to form one’s identity in the areas of love, work, and worldviews by providing time to explore various relationships, career options, and personal

RITES OF PASSAGE: PERSPECTIVES OF YOUNG MORMONS

47

beliefs (Arnett, 2000). Results of this study showed that these Mormons had
already decided on certain important aspects of their identities, including
knowing that being Mormon was an important part of their identity, already
being firm in their religious beliefs, and knowing that they wanted to marry
a Mormon. While this certainly does not take in all of a person’s worldviews
or answer all of the questions concerning the type of person one would like
to marry, these convictions might eliminate the need to explore some areas
of identity further, and thereby shorten this period of development. These
findings were striking for how little variance there was in the answers that
participants gave concerning these important areas of identity. Given the
typical amount of exploration during this stage, seldom do emerging adults
display that type of resolution and unity in beliefs (Arnett and Jensen, 2002;
Hoge, Johnson, and Luidens, 1993).
There are a few possible reasons that these LDS emerging adults have
already made some of these important decisions so early in life. Rites of passage found within the Mormon culture may hasten identity development.
For example, during mission service, a person’s beliefs may be constantly
challenged and even ridiculed. This may force individuals to think about
their beliefs on a daily basis, which would lead them to form and strengthen
beliefs much sooner than if they were not put through that experience.
Similarly, because the social expectations are for Mormons to marry early in
their twenties, they may feel it necessary to make these decisions quickly
in order to meet cultural expectations, and therefore the period for exploration in areas of work and relationships may be shortened dramatically.
Behavioral Distinctions. The behavior displayed by LDS emerging
adults may provide the greatest insight into the role of culture during this
period of time. It has been hypothesized that emerging adulthood in some
cultures does not include the types of risk behaviors common in this age
period, such as use of drugs and alcohol, sexual intercourse, and cohabitation, because many of them run contrary to cultural or religious beliefs and
practices. The LDS participants in this study provided evidence to support
that notion. The majority of participants reported not engaging in any of
these behaviors. This reflects the teachings of the LDS culture, which strictly
prohibits alcohol, tobacco, illegal drugs, and sexual intimacy before marriage. This demonstrates just how much influence a culture can have on its
members and provides further evidence that emerging adulthood needs to
be examined in the context of culture.

Conclusion
It is necessary to acknowledge both a limitation and strength of this study.
The participants in this study were not representative of all emerging adults
in the LDS church. Mormons are found in many ethnic groups from all over
the world, and each member differs in individual devoutness. The majority
of the participants in this study were white North Americans from highly
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educated families. Furthermore, they probably represent some of the most
strongly devoted young Mormons, given their desire and willingness to
attend Brigham Young University, where they must commit to following a
code of honor. By making this commitment, they promise to follow certain
rules of dress, grooming, and conduct.
While this limits the generalizability of these findings to other Mormons and cultures, it does provide a rich setting to understand the influence of culture on emerging adulthood. This sample provided a glimpse into
a community of individuals who are in many ways the embodiment of their
culture’s beliefs and values regarding what should and should not be done
during this period of development. In such a setting, it is fairly easy to see
the influence of a culture in the lives of its members, thus enabling
researchers to see more clearly the cultural processes that should be examined in order to understand development in emerging adulthood.
Thus, the results of this study are important because they tell us something about LDS culture and emerging adulthood, as well as the role of culture in emerging adulthood more generally. In regard to LDS culture, results
suggest that emerging adulthood is a distinct period of development, but it
is certainly more structured and possibly shorter than is typically found in
Western cultures. Furthermore, based on their culture, LDS emerging adults
appear to differ somewhat in the criteria they have for adulthood, their certainty about some identity-related issues, and the amount they engage in risk
behavior. These findings support the notion that emerging adulthood is culturally constructed rather than universal. This should emphasize the need to
examine further the role that culture plays in the lives of emerging adults.
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